In papers from a seminar on civil society and international development, contributors explore conceptual questions of civil society, the role of external actors such as donors and NGOs, with perspectives from developing regions. Civil society is often a crucial manifestation of an associative impulse and is influenced by existing regimes and political resistance in its ideological, political and social expression. A better understanding of the role, history, and traditions of civil society could provide useful practical insights into how to restore peace and resume the development process in regions plagued by violent conflicts, and also contribute to democratic processes and development elsewhere.
Kees Biekart: The Politics of Civil Society Building: European Private Aid Agencies and Democratic Transitions in Central America, Utrecht: International Books in cooperation with
Transnational Institute, 1999. The first part of this book offers an analytical overview of contemporary thinking about civil society, with particular reference to political transitions from military rule to democratically elected governments in South America; and an examination of the roles played by social movements and international aid agencies in these processes. The second part traces the 'aid chain' linking specific human rights and popular organisations and NGOs in El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras and questions the various short-and long-term impacts, intended or not, of foreign assistance for 'civil society building'.
Patrick Chabal and Jean-Pascal Daloz: Africa Works, James Currey, 1999. Based on empirical observation, this is an attempt to make sense of some of the key issues in Black Africa today. In an analysis of the functioning of African polities, it examines the growing informalisation of politics: 'the state in Africa is not just weak, but essentially vacuous'. It demolishes the myth of a host of viable civil society organisations willing and able to challenge central state power, and examines other cultural influences, such as witchcraft, and the effect of an ongoing culture of violence.
Neera Chandhoke: State and Civil Society: Explorations in Political Theory, New Delhi: Sage India, 1995. A theoretical survey of the history of civil society in western political thought, from Hegel to Marx and Gramsci, this title includes a useful bibliography. It highlights some of the limitations of these theoretical constructions for the way we think about civil society today, for example the classification of household politics as a private rather than public concern. It also underlines the essential paradox of a free civil society constituted within the very state which it is supposed to be able to hold accountable. Future Positive is a rethinking of the international aid system -its purpose, effectiveness, and the role of the international institutions in its administration. As its title suggests, this is an optimistic vision, a radical reworking of international cooperation. Edwards posits a future of collective action based on 'critical friendship, in which NGOs and civil society ('an active global citizenry') spearhead the drive for change. The keywords are coherence, flexibility (i.e. sensitivity to local and national situations), and a willingness to put one's own house in order before embarking on other people's. These volumes emerged from two conferences that were organised by the editors in 1992 and 1994 and thus reflect the preoccupations of Northern and large Southern NGOs in the early 1990s. Making a Difference looks at different ways to 'scale-up' NGO impact, for instance by partnering with governments, by becoming service-providers, by expanding the scale and scope of their programmes, or by undertaking advocacy work whether to shift public policy or to influence public opinion. Too Close for Comfort? and Beyond the Magic Bullet seek both to re-define what NGOs are best at (and against whose criteria to prove this) and to explore the opportunities and risks inherent in becoming dependent on acting as channels for official aid -both volumes focusing on questions of downwards or two-way versus upwards accountability.
Michael Edwards and
Richard Falk: On Humane Governance, University Park PA:The Pennsylvania State UP, 199 Economic globalisation is diminishing the political role of the nation-state, though the main market-and capital-driven forces that challenge it remain largely concealed as political actors. Variants of the politics of identity are also causing fragmentation and furthering the decline in 4 of 11 governmental capacity in many states. The author calls for a commitment to 'humane' geo-governance: a set of social, political, economic, and cultural arrangements committed to rapid progress in the promotion of welfare, human rights, environmental protection, peace building and transnational democratisation. This will depend on dramatic growth of transnational democracy, the extension of primary democratic processes, a growing allegiance to global civil society, and on the plausibility of humane governance as a political priority. Underlining the fact that the Western image of civil society that is currently employed by donors does not necessarily apply to civil societies elsewhere, the author examines the practices of non-governmental development organisations (NGDOs) and their relationships with other 'partners', linking these with the 'deep-rooted pathologies of the aid system' that condition the form and effectiveness of many development interventions by NGDOs and by the wider universe of civil society organisations. The aid system is, it is argued, logically incapable of generating the nature and level of reform required. However, without fundamental reform, North-South relationships will inevitably be flawed, and will often be politically distorting. Looking at 'Action Groups' as popular political, social and economic movements in Third World societies, and focusing on poor and marginalised groups within developing countries, the author argues that demands for democracy, human rights, and economic change were a widespread catalyst for the emergence hundreds of thousands of popular movements in Latin American, Africa, and Asia, including movements of indigenous peoples, environmental movements, women's movements and Islamist action groups. These emerging popular organisations can be regarded as building blocks of civil society that will enhance the democratic nature of many political environments. The author speculates on the likelihood of their survival once the regimes under whose jurisdiction they must live, manage to exert control.
David Held: Democracy and the Global Order, Cambridge: Polity Press, 1995. This book includes an account of the history of democracy and the impact of globalisation from a theoretical perspective -the 'cosmopolitan democratic community', which does not require cultural integration, and is predicated on autonomy, achieved by 'lodging of the rights and obligations of democratic law' in all the agencies involved, from grassroots organisation to multinational corporations. Held suggests a model which makes civil society institutions part of an international decision-making body, like Segall's UN Second Assembly. He concedes that his model does not in itself provide the possibility for change to the social and economic order, but it does create a climate of democratic rights which helps to make government more accountable.
Noeleen Heyzer, James V. Riker, and Antonio B. Quizon: Government-NGO Relations in Asia: Prospects and Challenges for People-Centred Development Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1995. This book traces the relationship between a growing NGO sector in Asia, and national governments that frequently follow development plans and strategies without extensive provision for NGO collaboration and participation. Asian NGOs vary widely in their relations with government, and in their approaches and capabilities, but all are beginning to recognise the implications of globalisation on the way in which they operate to influence policy and combat poverty. Painting an essentially optimistic picture, MacDonald examines the turn to civil society organisations as channels for development aid, and as promoters of democracy in Latin America, following a disillusionment with bilateral arrangements. Case studies from Nicaragua and Costa Rica provide the basis for a comprehensive investigation of the many roles of NGOs, including their political aspects, and their relations with external partners and donors. The conclusion drawn is that, providing Northern NGOs learn to let go of their control of power and resources in their relationship with southern partners, and avoid a paternalistic stance, there is real potential for NGOs to be a powerful force for change in the region.
Stephen N. Ndegwa: The Two Faces of Civil Society: NGOs and Politics in Africa, Kumarian, 1996 . Based around a comparative study of two local Kenyan NGOs, this book challenges assumptions about civil society as always a progressive democratic force. It focuses on the way in which NGOs contribute to and influence state-society relations, and exposes the centrality of personal leadership in NGOs' decision to participate in political agitation. The book discourages generalisation, but acknowledges that any grassroots developmental work can facilitate local
